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About This Guide 

This guide contains information and resources for implementing the U.S. Department of 

Agricultureõs (USDA) offer versus serve (OVS) provision for school meals in the National School 

Lunch Program (NSLP), School Breakfast Program (SBP), and Seamless Summer Option (SSO) of 

the NSLP. The SSO follows the NSLP and SBP meal patterns. The requirements in this guide apply 

to all public schools, private schools, and residential child care institutions (RCCIs) that participate 

in the NSLP and SBP. 

 

This guide is based on the OVS regulations for the NSLP (7 CFR 210.10 (e)) and SBP (7 CFR 220.8 

(e)) and the USDAõs resource, Offer versus Serve Guidance for the National School Lunch Program and the 

School Breakfast Program. 

 

OVS applies only to NSLP and SBP meals for grades K-12. The USDA does not allow OVS for the 

Afterschool Snack Program (ASP) or preschoolers (ages 1-4) in the NSLP and SBP. 

 

Each section of this guide contains links to other sections when appropriate, and to websites with 

relevant information and resources. These can be accessed by clicking on the blue text throughout 

the guide. 

 

The mention of trade names, commercial products, or organizations does not imply approval or 

endorsement by the CSDE or the USDA. 

 

 

The contents of this guide are based on the current USDA regulations and 

policy as of the date of this publication. This information is subject to 

change. The CSDE will update this guide as the USDA issues additional 

policies and guidance regarding OVS. Please check the CSDEõs Offer versus 

Serve for School Nutrition Programs webpage for the most current version. 

For more information, contact Susan S. Fiore, M.S., R.D., Nutrition 

Education Coordinator, at susan.fiore@ct.gov or 860-807-2075. 

 

  

https://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=4c211a738d6109939c6054a6286ac109&mc=true&node=pt7.4.210&rgn=div5#se7.4.210_110
https://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/retrieveECFR?gp=1&SID=1efda750af767569cda912c147528a21&ty=HTML&h=L&mc=true&r=PART&n=pt7.4.220#se7.4.220_18
https://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/retrieveECFR?gp=1&SID=1efda750af767569cda912c147528a21&ty=HTML&h=L&mc=true&r=PART&n=pt7.4.220#se7.4.220_18
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/cn/SP41-2015av2.pdf
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/cn/SP41-2015av2.pdf
https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Offer-versus-Serve-for-School-Nutrition-Programs
https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Offer-versus-Serve-for-School-Nutrition-Programs
mailto:susan.fiore@ct.gov
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CSDE Contact Information 

For questions regarding the NSLP, SBP, and SSO, please contact the school nutrition programs staff 

in the CSDEõs Bureau of Health/Nutrition, Family Services and Adult Education. 

 

School Nutrition Programs Staff 

County Consultant 

Fairfield County (includes Region 9) 

Litchfield County (includes Regions 1, 6, 7, 12, and 14) 

Fionnuala Brown 

860-807-2129 

fionnuala.brown@ct.gov 

Hartford County (includes Region 10) 

Middlesex County (includes Regions 4, 13, and 17) 

Teri Dandeneau 

860-807-2079 

teri.dandeneau@ct.gov 

New Haven County (includes Regions 5, 15, and 16) Greg King 

860-713-6804 

greg.king@ct.gov 

New London County  

Tolland County (includes Regions 8 and 19)  

Windham County (includes Region 11) 

Susan Alston 

860-807-2081 

susan.alston@ct.gov 

Connecticut State Department of Education 

School Health, Nutrition and Family Services 

Child Nutrition Programs 

450 Columbus Boulevard, Suite 504 

Hartford, CT 06103-1841 

 

For information on the Afterschool Snack Program (ASP), Special Milk Program (SMP), Child and 

Adult Care Food Program (CACFP), Fresh Fruit and Vegetable Program (FFVP), and Summer 

Food Service Program (SFSP), visit the CSDEõs Child Nutrition Programs webpage.  

  

mailto:fionnuala.brown@ct.gov
mailto:teri.dandeneau@ct.gov
mailto:greg.king@ct.gov
mailto:susan.alston@ct.gov
https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Child-Nutrition-Programs
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Abbreviations and Acronyms 

CFR Code of Federal Regulations 

CN Child Nutrition 

CNP Child Nutrition Programs 

CSDE Connecticut State Department of Education 

FBG Food Buying Guide for Child Nutrition Programs (USDA) 

FDA Food and Drug Administration 

FNS Food and Nutrition Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture 

HHFKA Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 (Public Law 111-296) 

MMA meat/meat alternates 

NSLP National School Lunch Program 

OVS offer versus serve 

oz eq ounce equivalent 

PFS product formulation statement 

POS point of service 

RCCI residential child care institution 

SBP School Breakfast Program 

SFA school food authority 

SSO Seamless Summer Option of the NSLP 

USDA United States Department of Agriculture 

WGR whole grain-rich 
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1 ñ Overview of OVS 

OVS is a concept that applies to menu planning and the determination of reimbursable meals for 

grades K-12 in the NSLP, SBP, and SSO. OVS must be implemented at lunch in senior high schools 

but is optional for all other grades. OVS is optional for the SBP and SSO. The USDA does not 

allow OVS for the ASP or preschoolers (ages 1-4). 

 

OVS allows students to decline a certain number of food components (lunch) or food items 

(breakfast) in the meal and select the foods they prefer to eat. OVS is designed to reduce food cost 

and waste. It also allows school food authorities (SFAs) the flexibility to address student 

participation and selection trends to determine what and how much food to prepare.  

 

Table 1-1 summarizes the OVS requirements for lunch and breakfast. 
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Table 1-1. Overview of OVS requirements for grades K-12 

Criteria Lunch Breakfast 

Implementation Mandatory in senior high schools 

and optional for all other grade 

levels. Optional for the SSO. Not 

allowed for preschoolers. 

Optional for all grade levels. 

Optional for the SSO. Not allowed 

for preschoolers. 

Reimbursable 

meals 

Must offer five components (milk, 

meat/meat alternates (MMA), 

vegetables, fruits, and grains). 1 

Must offer at least four food items 

from three components (milk, 

fruits, and grains). 2 

Required 

number of 

student 

selections 

Students must select at least three 

components, including at least  

½ cup of fruits or vegetables, and 

the full serving of at least two 

other food components. 

Students must select at least three 

food items, including at least ½ cup 

of fruits (or vegetable substitutions, 

if offered) and the full serving of at 

least two other food items. 

Pricing Priced as a unit (same price 

regardless of number of food 

components chosen). 

Priced as a unit (same price 

regardless of number of food items 

chosen). 

Extra foods Not credited for OVS. Not credited for OVS. 

1 A food component is one of the five food groups that comprise reimbursable meals. i.e., milk, 

MMA, vegetables, fruits, and grains.  
2 A food item is a specific food offered within the food components. It may contain one or more 

food components, or more than one serving of the same component. For example, a 2-ounce 

whole-grain bagel at breakfast is one food component that contains two food items. For more 

information, refer to òFood Items at Breakfastó in section 3. 
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OVS Requirements for the NSLP and SBP 

OVS is implemented differently for lunch and breakfast. However, some OVS requirements are the 

same, including the procedures for: 

¶ meeting the meal pattern requirements;  

¶ unit pricing; 

¶ point-of-service (POS) meal counts; 

¶ offering choices within components; 

¶ meal identification signage.  

¶ food service staff training; 

¶ a la carte sales; and 

¶ extra foods. 

 

This section includes guidance on meeting these requirements. 

 

Meeting the meal pattern requirements 

SFAs must plan menus to meet the NSLP and SBP meal patterns for each grade group, and provide 

all students access to the required types and amounts of food. The NSLP and SBP meal patterns 

require daily and weekly amounts of each component. OVS applies only to the daily meal pattern 

requirements.  

 

For detailed guidance on the meal pattern requirements, refer to the CSDEõs Menu Planning Guide for 

School Meals for Grades K-12 and visit the CSDEõs Meal Patterns for Grades K-12 in School Nutrition 

Programs webpage. For information on crediting foods, refer to the CSDEõs Crediting Summary Charts 

for the Meal Patterns for Grades K-12 in the School Nutrition Programs and visit the CSDEõs Crediting 

Foods for Grades K-12 in School Nutrition Programs webpage. 

 

Crediting documentation 

SFAs must maintain crediting documentation for commercial products and foods made from 

scratch. Menu planners should follow the guidance below to ensure that school menus comply with 

the crediting requirements of the NSLP and SBP meal patterns.  

¶ Use the Food Buying Guide for Child Nutrition Programs (FBG): The USDAõs FBG 

determines food yields and crediting information, and the specific contribution of foods 

toward the meal pattern requirements. It indicates how many servings a specific quantity of 

food will provide, what quantity of raw product will provide the amount of ready-to-cook 

food in a recipe, and how much food to buy to provide a specific meal pattern contribution. 

https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Menu-Planning-Guide-for-School-Meals
https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Menu-Planning-Guide-for-School-Meals
https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Meal-Patterns-School-Nutrition-Programs/Documents
https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Meal-Patterns-School-Nutrition-Programs/Documents
https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/SDE/Nutrition/NSLP/Crediting/Crediting_Summary_Charts_SNP_Grades_K-12.pdf
https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/SDE/Nutrition/NSLP/Crediting/Crediting_Summary_Charts_SNP_Grades_K-12.pdf
https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Crediting-Foods-in-School-Nutrition-Programs
https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Crediting-Foods-in-School-Nutrition-Programs
https://www.fns.usda.gov/tn/food-buying-guide-for-child-nutrition-programs
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¶ Obtain a Child Nutrition (CN) label or product formulation statement (PFS) for all 

commercial processed products: SFAs must have a CN label or PFS to document the 

meal pattern contribution of all commercial processed foods. Commercial processed foods 

without this documentation cannot credit. For more information, refer to the CSDEõs 

resources, Child Nutrition (CN) Labeling Program, Product Formulation Statements, and Accepting 

Processed Product Documentation in the NSLP and SBP. Additional resources are available in the 

òCrediting Commercial Processed Products for Grades K-12 in School Nutrition Programsó 

section of the CSDEõs Crediting Foods in School Nutrition Programs Programs webpage. 

¶ Maintain standardized recipes for foods made from scratch: SFAs must have 

standardized recipes that document the crediting information for all foods made from 

scratch. Determine the recipeõs meal pattern contribution per serving by: 1) using the FBG 

to determine the weight or volume of each creditable ingredient in the recipe; and 2) dividing 

the weight or volume of each creditable ingredient by the number of servings. The FBGõs 

Recipe Analysis Workbook (RAW) allows menu planners to search for creditable ingredients 

and calculate a recipeõs meal pattern contribution. For more information, visit the òCrediting 

Foods Prepared on Site for Grades K-12 in School Nutrition Programsó section of the 

CSDEõs Crediting Foods in School Nutrition Programs Programs webpage.  

 

Unit pricing 

Meals must be priced as a unit. This means that students pay the same price regardless of whether 

they take three, four, or five (or more) food components for lunch; or three or more food items for 

breakfast. SFAs must establish one price for a complete reimbursable meal in the paid meal category 

and one price for a complete reimbursable meal in the reduced-price meal category.  

 

SFAs may set different unit prices (tiered pricing) for various combinations of foods offered as a 

reimbursable lunch or breakfast. For example, SFAs could offer a variety of lunch entree choices 

(such as hamburger, chefõs salad, lasagna, and turkey sandwich), and set different unit prices for each 

type of lunch. However, all students, including those eligible for free and reduced-price meals, must 

be allowed to select any reimbursable meal. Meals with a higher unit price must be available at no 

cost for all free-eligible students. For reduced-eligible students, the unit price cannot exceed 40 cents 

for lunch or 30 cents for breakfast. 

 

Point-of-service (POS) meal counts 

The POS is the point in the food service operation where school food service staff can accurately 

determine that a reimbursable free, reduced-price, or paid lunch has been served to an eligible child. 

SFAs should ensure that school food service staff know how to identify reimbursable meals with 

OVS, and provide training on recognizing reimbursable meals at the POS. For more information, 

refer to òFood service staff trainingó in this section. 

https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/SDE/Nutrition/NSLP/Crediting/CN_Labeling_Program.pdf
https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/SDE/Nutrition/NSLP/Crediting/Product_Formulation_Statements.pdf
https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/SDE/Nutrition/NSLP/Crediting/Accepting_Processed_Product_Documentation_SNP.pdf
https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/SDE/Nutrition/NSLP/Crediting/Accepting_Processed_Product_Documentation_SNP.pdf
https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Crediting-Foods-in-School-Nutrition-Programs#CommercialProducts
https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Crediting-Foods-in-School-Nutrition-Programs
https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Crediting-Foods-in-School-Nutrition-Programs
https://www.fns.usda.gov/tn/food-buying-guide-interactive-web-based-tool
https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Crediting-Foods-in-School-Nutrition-Programs#PreparedonSite
https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Crediting-Foods-in-School-Nutrition-Programs#PreparedonSite
https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Crediting-Foods-in-School-Nutrition-Programs
https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Crediting-Foods-in-School-Nutrition-Programs
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Offering choices within components 

The USDA encourages SFAs to give students various options 

of entrees and other menu items, such as fruits and 

vegetables, and requires a variety (at least two different kinds) 

of milk choices (refer to òMilk Varietyó in section 2). This 

increases the likelihood that students will select the foods and 

beverages they prefer, which increases consumption and 

reduces waste. However, it is important to recognize that 

offering a variety of choices within the food components 

(lunch) and food items (breakfast) is different from 

implementing OVS. For example, if students are required to 

select a choice from every component, the school is not 

implementing OVS. OVS allows students to decline some 

food components (lunch) or food items (breakfast) entirely. 

 

SFAs determine if the lunch and breakfast menus will offer variety and how much a student may 

select. SFAs may offer more than the minimum requirements if the weekly menu does not exceed 

the USDAõs dietary specifications (nutrition standards) for calories, saturated fat, trans fat, and 

sodium. For example, a breakfast menu for grades K-12 could offer four ½-cup servings of fruit and 

allow students to select three or four servings, which is more than the minimum required 1-cup 

offering for each grade group. 

 

SFAs must indicate what choices or combination of choices students may select for a reimbursable 

meal. Signage must be near or at the beginning of the serving line, prior to the POS, and located on 

the serving line near each food component, as applicable. This prevents unintentional purchases of a 

la carte items and help students choose a reimbursable meal. For more information, refer to òMeal 

Identification Signageó in this section. 

 

For example, for grades 9-12 at lunch, SFAs may choose to offer the required 1 cup of the fruits 

component as a variety of ½-cup fruit selections and allow students to choose two servings. The 

cafeteria signage near the fruits component must indicate that students may select one or two ½-cup 

servings of fruit with each meal. This provides a variety of food choices and shows students how to 

select a reimbursable lunch. It also constitutes OVS because students may choose to decline the 

fruits component entirely or take one or two ½-cup servings from the fruits offered. Note: Students 

who decline the fruits component must select at least ½ cup of vegetables.  
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Meal identification signage 

Students must be able to identify what constitutes a reimbursable meal. Signage and menus must 

provide clear information about allowable choices. This information is critical to help students 

choose reimbursable meals, and successfully implement OVS. SFAs must use meal identification 

signage to instruct students on how much food to select from each component for a reimbursable 

meal, based on the daily menuõs planned servings for each grade group.  

 

The Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 (HHFKA) requires 

that signage must be near or at the beginning of the serving line, 

prior to the POS, and located on the serving line near each food 

component (as applicable) to prevent unintentional purchases of 

a la carte items and help students choose a reimbursable meal. 

This requirement applies to all schools and institutions, 

including those that implement family-style meal service. For 

more information, refer to òFamily-style Mealsó in this section, 

and section 5 of the CSDEõs Menu Planning Guide for School Meals 

for Grades K-12. 

 

The CSDE requires that signage regarding what and how much 

students can take must be located at all applicable points in the 

serving line where the food components are available. For 

example, if a high school offers fruits and vegetables in ½-cup 

servings and allows students to select two servings of fruits and 

two servings of vegetables to meet the required 1-cup serving, 

the cafeteria signage must clearly communicate that students 

may select up to two servings of fruit and two servings of 

vegetables with each meal. This signage must located be on the 

serving line where the fruit and vegetable options are located.  

 

SFAs may choose how to identify the foods that are part of reimbursable meals, based on their 

facilities, layout, and other considerations. Some examples of acceptable signage include menu 

boards, posters, signs, labels, and table tents. Providing detailed information about the food 

components, such as identifying the vegetable subgroups, is not required but is an excellent teaching 

tool. The CSDE strongly encourages SFAs to provide detailed information on food items and 

choices whenever possible, within the constraints of the menu and serving line. This helps promote 

the school nutrition programs and makes it easier for students to understand exactly what school 

meals include. Table 1-2 shows some examples of menu signage. 

https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Menu-Planning-Guide-for-School-Meals
https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Menu-Planning-Guide-for-School-Meals
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Table 1-2. Examples of menu signage 

 

 

Menus are not required to itemize specific portion sizes or food items (such as the vegetable 

subgroups) if this information is listed on the schoolõs production records. For example, a menu 

may list òdaily salad bar,ó òfruit choice,ó or òvegetable choiceó if the schoolõs production record 

includes all food items and amounts served, and the school has appropriate documentation on file, 

including Child Nutrition (CN) labels, product formulation statements, standardized recipes, and 

nutrition information. For information on the documentation requirements for school meals, refer 

to section 2 of the CSDEõs Menu Planning Guide for School Meals for Grades K-12. 

https://portal.ct.gov/SDE/Nutrition/Menu-Planning-Guide-for-School-Meals





































































































































































































































































































































































































